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his special section focuses on articles that
challenge longstanding assumptions about
the relationship between sexual orientation and
gender as they develop within families. Because
traditional gender roles are based on a hetero-
sexual orientation, homosexuality disrupts not
only expectations about the love object, but also
expectations about gender itself. Such disrup-
tions, no matter when they emerge in the devel-
opment of an individual, inevitably influence all
members of the family. Homosexuality disrupts
theory and culture in different ways. The exis-
tence of healthy gay and lesbian individuals,
and their capacity to create families with healthy
children, necessitates a fundamental reexamina-
tion of our theories about development. As the
papers in this section illustrate, we do not cur-
rently have theories that adequately explain
nonpathological homosexual development and
its impact on the individual and family. The time
has come to revise the axioms of developmental
theory.

THE CHALLENGES TO THEORY

First, numerous empirical studies have failed
to differentiate homosexual and heterosexual in-
dividuals on a variety of measures constituting
“mental health” (Baumrind, 1995; French, Story,
Remafedi, & Resnick, 1996; Gallois, Troy, Timmins,
& Kashimar, 1994, Hiatt & Hargrave, 1994; Mitz,
Rosser, & Strapko, 1994; Patterson, 1995; Schreurs
& Buunk, 1994). That is, the long held assump-
tion about the relationship between heterosexu-
ality and “normality” has been shattered. Begin-
ning with Hooker’s (/957) famous experiment

that failed to differentiate homosexuals and het-
erosexuals on the Rorshach test, numerous stud-
ies have found homosexuals and heterosexuals
indistinguishable in terms of a number of crite-
ria. As to mental health, the evidence shows that
homosexuals are no more or less pathological
than their heterosexual counterparts.

Secondly, due to the extensive political activ-
ity that has brought about, at least in some en-
claves, greater tolerance, increasing numbers of
gay men and lesbians are creating visible fami-
lies with children. Gay men and lesbians raising
children is not in itself new; many have had
children in the context of heterosexual relation-
ships and have raised them after those relation-
ships have broken up (Bozett, 1981; Laird, 1993).
What is new is the large number of lesbians and
gay men who are choosing parenthood, and do-
ing so in a variety of new family structures (Gar-
trell, Hamilton, Banks, & Mosbacher, 1996). The
desire of many individuals of both sexes to pro-
create and to parent in the context of a profound
and primary attachment to someone of the same
sex challenges the developmental theory that as-
sumes that the wish to parent is the ultimate ex-
pression of appropriate, heterosexual gender de-
velopment.

Thirdly, as gay men and lesbians create fami-
lies of their own, they step outside the model
traditionally thought to be essential for the de-
velopment of psychologically healthy children
with appropriate genders and “corresponding”
sexual orientations. Once again, the research
findings are at variance with expectations de-
rived from theory. Empirical research indicates
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that children raised in gay and lesbian house-
holds fare as well as do the children raised by
heterosexuals (Hoeffer, 1981, Kirkpatrick, Smith,
& Roy, 1981; Savin-Williams, 1995). These find-
ings pose profound challenges to theory about
how children make use of same- and different-
sexed adults to acquire gender identity and sex-
ual orientation.

Traditional theories of individual develop-
ment cannot account for these findings. These
theories have posited a “normal” route to matu-
rity whereby a child takes as a love object the
parent of the opposite sex and identifies with
the gender characteristics of the same-sex par-
ent (Beard & Glickauf-Hughes, 1994, Fergu-
son, 1994, Lilling & Friedman, 1995). In this
model, dichotomized systems of gender and
sexual orientation sustain each other. It is the
child’s desire for the opposite-sex parent that
facilitates the taking on of the gender character-
istics of the same-sex parent, and it is identifica-
tions with the same-sex parent that encourages
desire for the opposite-sex parent. In this way,
at least for the girl, wishes to have babies are
thought to develop in the context of wishes to
have the father’s baby as the mother did. In this
model, there is room for minor identifications
with the opposite-sex parent and for fleeting or
sublimated bisexual longings, but these are ex-
pected to remain minor leitmotifs. Children and
adults who do not behave in these expected
ways have been regarded as theoretical and cul-
tural abnormalities, and have been fair game for
prejudicial treatment (Buttenheim & Contratto,
1993).

Implicit in these models of individual devel-
opment is an expected family structure consist-
ing of a male and a female parent. In theorizing
about parenting, it is assumed that the psycho-
logical tasks involved will be shared by two
people of opposite sexes. For instance, we have
no theory that would account for two women
allowing themselves, and each other, both to
have a maternal identification in relation to their
shared child. With regard to children, theory
holds that the availability at close hand of two
differently sexed objects, cathected and avail-
able for gendered identifications, is essential for
the normal development of the child. For in-
stance, it is assumed that the availability of dif-
ferently sexed parents facilitates the essential
transition from dyadic to triadic relationships.
Just as there is no theory to explain how two
people of the same sex psychologically share
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parenting, there is no theory to explain how
children of same-sex parents develop into psy-
chologically healthy adults.

GENDER, CULTURE, AND MENTAL HEALTH

Theories of the development of sexual orien-
tation have been inextricably intertwined with
dominant cultural assumptions about mental health
and gender (Laird, 1993). Across the life span,
cultural rituals serve to (re)enforce heterosexual
manifestations of gender identity and behavior.
Research on infant development demonstrates
the different ways that boy and girl babies are
handled and talked to (Lewis, Scully, & Condor,
1992; Smith & Lloyd, 1978). Female toddlers and
preschoolers are encouraged to play house,
while male toddlers are given trucks, replicating
the gendered roles of their parents and enacting
what is assumed to be the first stages of the
identifications that will advance their develop-
ment (Robinson, Little, & Biringen, 1993; O'Brien
& Nagle, 1987). From latency-aged games to the
high school prom, heterosexuality is rewarded
and coded in a complex system of self-per-
petuating checks and balances. The discrepan-
cies between the support and education pro-
vided for the development of heterosexuality
and the silence that surrounds the possibility of
homosexual development forces homosexuality
to be an aspect of the self that is self-discovered
in ways that almost invariably remain lonely
and private.

Recent controversies have highlighted the
quandaries for gay men and lesbians that are
created by these rituals. From debates about
same-sex marriage to battles for domestic-
partner health benefits to legal disputes over
child custody, the current political and cultural
environment is rife with examples of the inade-
quacies of social structures to meet the needs of
gay and lesbian people and their children (Stev-
ens, 1993). Further, current cultural rhetoric and
political platforms reinforce the message that
the existence of gay and lesbian families is a
threat that needs to be combated. This type of
political and social stigma, reflecting both per-
sonal attitudes and government policy, illumi-
nates an area that is grievously in need of cor-
rection,

Given that research findings have consis-
tently pointed to stigma as the primary source of
the problems in the lives of lesbians and gay
men (Garnets, Herek, & Levy, 1990; Greene &
Boyd-Franklin, 1996; Herek & Berrill, 1990;
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Meyer, 1995; Ross & Rosser, 1996), reform of
public policy is needed to ensure that a homo-
sexual identity is as respected and supported as
a heterosexual identity. Research has shown
that gay and lesbian individuals come from a
variety of family contexts and developmental
pathways (Burch, 1993a), and that this identity
is not generally subject to change (Haldeman,
1994). Consequently, cultural and educational
reforms are essential to address the unmet needs
of those children who will develop into gay or
lesbian adults, so as to prevent them from suf-
fering the self-hating internalizations that now
lie in wait for them in our society.

Theory and research suggest that there are
specific developmental moments when homo-
sexuality is more likely to become visible,
points at which there is often a confrontation in-
volving the individual, the family, and society
(Cass, 1979; Faderman, 1984, Isay, 1989). When
heterosexual expectations and homosexual real-
ities clash, individuals and families are particu-
larly at risk for psychological distress (Litzen-
berger, 1994). For example, the heterosexual fam-
ily’s response to the announced homosexuality
of one of its children often leads to a period of
emotional upheaval, and occasionally to physi-
cal violence (Anderson, 1993-94; Steel & Guld-
ner, 1993). Similarly, research on the children
of gay and lesbian parents highlights a time of
difficulty in their adolescence related to peers’
understanding of their parents’ sexuality (Task-
er & Golombok, 1995).

Clinical reports of gay men and lesbians’ ex-
periences of their sexual education, both in the
family and in the schools, have pointed out
omissions that have contributed to feelings of
alienation and confusion about sexuality and
identity (Duckitt & du Toit, 1989, Garnets &
D’Augelli, 1994; O’Conor, 1993-94; Savin-Wil-
liams, 1989). These examples articulate the dis-
tress that occurs in the clash between societal
assumptions of heterosexuality and an individ-
ual or family’s experience of homosexuality. To
begin to address these problems, it is necessary
to confront the ways in which assumptions of
heterosexuality permeate our psychological the-
ory and practice (Garnets, Hancock, Cochran,
& Goodchilds, 1991).

In summary, research on gay and lesbian ex-
periences conflicts with theories of sexual de-
velopment. This conflict underscores both the
unique characteristics of these experiences and
the absence of a theory of gay and lesbian de-
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velopment that could account for them. Some
research has begun to confront this problem by
exploring these unexpected, unusual, and unad-
dressed phenomena. As fundamental assump-
tions about sexuality are challenged, what be-
gins to emerge is the necessity for models that
would be inclusive of homosexual and hetero-
sexual development.

OVERVIEW OF ARTICLES

Within this special section, we envision mod-
els that would accommodate traditional mascu-
line gender development of a young boy who
will develop into a gay man; models that could
predict family reactions to a child’s homosexu-
ality; models that could account for a boy
child’s conception of “mother” in a family
headed by two women; models that could assess
the variables associated with high- versus low-
conflict lesbian divorce. The papers in this sec-
tion are innovative in this way; all provide new
understandings of “marginal” phenomena and
point us in directions for new theoretical con-
ceptualizations of psychosexual development.

Current writing on lesbian and gay develop-
ment comes from diverse perspectives, many of
which are represented in this section. They in-
clude the views of clinicians, researchers, pol-
icy makers, and activists. These authors address
child, adolescent, and adult development, and
they examine individual, family, and cultural
dynamics. All in all, we mean to spark discus-
sion and to engage mental health professionals
in questioning the foundations of their work as
these conflict and coincide with the evidence of
the lives discussed in these articles.

In the first paper, Ken Corbett describes the
psychological experiences of a subset of “gay
boys™ who had cross-gendered identifications
as children. This topic has, on many counts,
been avoided by those who feared that its ac-
knowledgment would communicate that all gay
men are feminine, a complicated and mi-
sogynistic idea carrying a great deal of political
power. Ironically, as Corbett elaborates here, it
is the avoidance of discussing feminine identifi-
cations in gay men that has the paradoxical ef-
fect of stigmatizing them further. He is careful
to point out that not all feminine men are gay
and that not all gay men are feminine, but that
this subgroup of gay men who did experience
themselves in this way have eluded understand-
ing. Unlike many who have written before him,
Corbett is not concerned with the origins of



LITZENBERGER AND BUTTENHEIM

these identifications, but with their effects on
the relational and emotional lives of these men.

Based on his clinical observations and an
analysis of related theoretical material, Corbett
suggests that the state of the field has been to
label those children who do not conform to gen-
der stereotypes as pathological. This stems from
a confusion between manifest gender and psy-
chological health (the conflation of which he
terms “gender health”), a confusion that has re-
sulted in the field of psychology contributing to
experiences of isolation and shame. He argues
that psychological health does not require that
one’s behavior be aligned with traditional no-
tions of what is appropriate to one’s biological
sex. Rather, psychological health is a matter of
consistency between external gendered behav-
ior and internal identifications. He offers evi-
dence that it is reclaiming cross-sex identifica-
tions, rather than eschewing them, that leads to
psychological health for these men. The key for
the gay man troubled by these identifications—
and for the theory—is to reject binary categories
of gender and to accept the multiplicity of gen-
der identifications that comprise most people’s
experience of their gender (Burch, 1993b).

Next, D’ Augelli, Pilkington, and Hershberg-
er report results of a cross-sectional study that
reached a population often unseen and unheard:
youth who self-identify as lesbian and gay dur-
ing their teenage years. By comparing those
who had disclosed their sexual orientation to
their families and those who had not, the au-
thors elucidate prominent aspects of the com-
ing-out process for those on both sides of the
family closet door. Continuing the work of oth-
ers who have shown that sexual feelings emerge
at young ages (McClintock & Herdlt, 1996: Sav-
in-Williams, 1995), this study documents the ex-
istence of a cohort of children who are perceiv-
ing their sexual orientation to be gay or lesbian
at a much younger age (ten years, on average)
than is often thought. That this is true draws at-
tention to the dearth of support available to
these fourth- and fifth-grade children. As these
children describe their experiences of isolation,
they are describing the ways that they do not fit
the prevailing messages about gendered expec-
tations for love and sexuality.

This paper is accompanied by a commentary
from Mitzi Henderson, former national presi-
dent of Parents and Friends of Lesbians and
Gays (PFLAG), whose experience with families
struggling to integrate new understandings of
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homosexuality enables her to provide a longitu-
dinal perspective on this cross-sectional study
and to suggest the time-limited nature of some
of its findings. Her discussion helps to fill in the
context within which D’Augelli et al.’s adoles-
cents develop, and to highlight the need for lon-
gitudinal research on the ways that gay and les-
bian children develop in family contexts.

Cheryl Parks provides a review of what is
currently known about lesbian families, based
on two decades of research; it is followed in this
section by several articles that explore in depth
questions raised by this review. As Parks makes
clear, there is now a sizable and sound body of
research on this topic—research that coalesces
around clear trends and areas for future inquiry,
and that provides data in support of some of the
axioms underlying the current special section,
e.g., that children growing up in gay families
are no more or less pathological than those
raised in heterosexual families. Parks’s paper
touches on some problematic research questions
(such as, who is a lesbian?) with profound im-
plications for empirical research. It also sug-
gests the possibility that aspects of family orga-
nization more typical in families headed by two
parents of the same sex, namely greater egalitar-
ianism, could have positive effects on children’s
development.

Little is known about the similarities and dif-
ferences between heterosexual and lesbian or
gay parents and families. Patterson, Hurt, and
Mason step into this void in the next paper and
refute the stereotypes of lesbian parents as iso-
lated and isolating of their children (Gottman,
1989). By investigating these mothers’ relation-
ships with their families of origin and friendship
networks, this research documents the contact
that children of lesbian couples have with grand-
parents and other adults outside of the family,
and the impact of these contacts on the children.
The study further shows that many lesbians,
like many heterosexual women, have a strong
desire to mother and to involve their children
with their own families of origin (Contratto &
Buttenheim, 1993). In addition, Patterson et al.
find that these women’s children are also in reg-
ular contact with extrafamilial adults, both ho-
mosexual and heterosexual

Valory Mitchell next reports results of her in-
vestigation into the ways in which lesbian par-
ents talk to their children about sex. Predictably,
some of these conversations address the par-
ents’ own sexual orientation. But communication



348

does not end there. In her descriptions of those
serendipitous moments that put a parent on the
spot and also open a door for sexual education,
Mitchell shows how these women encourage
their children to feel comfortable with their own
sexuality regardless of the child’s future sexual
orientation. This research includes only lesbian
families, precluding comparisons with hetero-
sexual households or with households headed
by gay men, and similar strategies could be
common to other settings. In many respects,
however, the ways lesbians talk to their children
about sex seem unique. Mitchell highlights
these in her discussion and addresses their po-
tential for changing the way heterosexual par-
ents and schools approach the sexual education
of children.

In what may be the first paper to address this
legally anomalous phenomenon, Susan Morton
examines lesbian “divorce.” She explores new
ground in theorizing about the psychological
and logistical aspects of this experience, and
notes, as have others (Burch, 1982), that forces
within the lesbian community as well as those
from the psychological community have con-
tributed to the relative silence on this topic.
Morton acknowledges both that lesbians are
making major life commitments to each other
and that, in some cases, these commitments do
not work; in the latter circumstances, separation
may be complicated and painful. Fundamental
to this paper is the assertion that the basic emo-
tional distress that lesbians undergo as they di-
vorce is the same as that undergone by hetero-
sexual couples. Lesbians who have children
struggle over sharing the role of mother, and
can continue to do so after a divorce. In addi-
tion, Morton raises central questions about the
psychological implications of a legal system
that recognizes neither lesbian unions nor their
separations.

From the perspective of a legal scholar, Da-
vid Chambers elaborates on some of the issues
raised by Morton. In examining the current state
of the law governing same-sex relationships and
parenting, Chambers clarifies similarities and
differences in the law’s treatment of gay or les-
bian couples and unmarried heterosexual cou-
ples. His commentary encompasses both the
unions and separations of same-sex couples. As
an aid to couples and to therapists treating les-
bian or gay clients, he outlines steps a same-sex
couple may take while in a healthy relationship
to prepare for the possibility, however unbid-

SEXUAL ORIENTATION AND FAMILY DEVELOPMENT

den, of the relationship breaking up. In doing
so, he concurs with Morton’s thesis that exter-
nal and carefully considered structures are
needed to facilitate separations. Chambers pro-
vides direction for policy makers concerned with
redressing institutionalized inequality while, at
the same time, clarifying the ways in which
marriage, as it is legally defined, may not suit
the needs of all lesbian or gay couples.

In the first of two clinical papers, Richard
Isay writes about gay men who have come out
in middle age—a group highly underrepre-
sented in the literature. He presents psychoana-
lytic case histories of three heterosexually mar-
ried men whose treatment centered on their at-
traction toward other men. Isay’s conceptualiza-
tion of these patients’ sexual orientation is that
they were always gay men who, because of their
particular family constellations and early object
relations, responded to the societal pressures
against homosexuality by leading a “false” life
and marrying. He elaborates the processes through
which these life decisions were made and the
emotional struggles that these men faced, in-
cluding the posttreatment suicide of one of
them. In seeking to help these men confront
their own perceptions of their sexuality as sick-
ness and grapple with the complications and en-
tanglements of their marriages—and in writing
about it—Isay directly counters the persistent
assumption of traditional psychoanalysis that
the appropriate and psychologically healthy out-
come must be a heterosexual one.

In a very different case history, Barbara
Eisold describes the two-year treatment of the
young son of a gay male couple. Contrary to
early vitriolic predictions that gay couples would
“make” children gay (Fowler, 1995; Green, 1982),
the boy’s main affectional attentions are toward
women. He articulates the desire to grow up, be
a man, and “marry with a wife.” This paper is
particularly valuable in its focus on the unique
aspects of the “two-dad” family, and the dearth
of theoretical tools to comprehend and support
this very little know family form. Further,
Eisold’s paper makes clear just how little we
understand as yet about the development of sex-
ual orientation, even heterosexual orientation,
in childhood.

Eisold, as therapist, and the boy’s two fathers
have ventured into a realm that has only begun
to be explored. The particularity of the fathers’
choices—i.e., not disclosing to the child their
sexual orientation and mutual commitment; hir-
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ing a series of women (including the therapist)
to serve as caregivers—necessarily limits the gen-
eralizability of this paper. They may have lim-
ited, as well, their son’s understanding of the
depth, commitment, and love of his parents’ re-
lationship. The effects of these decisions on the
boy and his treatment raise significant questions
about theory and clinical practice, and outline
the struggles that we undergo as we step into
this work. In her commentary on Eisold’s paper,
Karen Saakvitne stresses the psychoanalytic im-
plications of missing the impact of early object
loss upon subsequent developmental struggles.
Her critique reminds us of the multiple determi-
nants of sexual orientation and cautions against
theory that moves us too quickly away from the
ambiguities of development.

The final paper shifts our focus from within
the family to the family’s interaction with the
community. Steven James describes the efforts
that some communities and individuals have
undertaken to make a difference for gay and les-
bian youth and families. Through an examina-
tion of the research, James provides us with
models from around the country; through re-
counting what has happened in his own commu-
nity, he gives us a detailed description of a pro-
cess that often arises in response to homophobic
incidents. James emphasizes what the other pa-
pers in this section also assert: that the effect on
the individual is mediated by the nature of fam-
ily and community response. The parent-child
relationships that are often at the center of these
movements (e.g., PFLAG, as described in the
earlier commentary by Henderson), are augmented
by those other relationships that we form over
drugstore counters and boardroom tables. Gay
activists proclaim coming out as the most pow-
erful method of social action. This model is not
just about people of diverse sexual orientations
coming out, but about being out. In this way,
James describes how communities can take re-
sponsibility for all children.

TOWARD A NEW
UNDERSTANDING OF SEXUALITY

The articles that make up this special section
tend to focus on issues of child development,
the process of coming out, or family dynamics.
It is clear that times are changing—somewhat
faster than we are able to document. Children
are becoming aware of their sexual orientation
at earlier ages and, as pioneers, coming out in
their schools and forcing changes in the systems
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within which they exist. Lesbian and gay cou-
ples are creating families with children and de-
manding equal recognition from their commu-
nities. Without stories of procreation to rely on,
these same parents are forging new ways of dis-
cussing relationships and sexuality with their
children. As researchers and clinicians, we are
in the position to bear witness to these experi-
ences and to construct theories that may also fa-
cilitate this development. The diverse and often
conflicting points of view of the theorists, clini-
cians, empirical researchers, and activists col-
lected here are united in pushing against the
boundaries of traditional theory, in offering new
insights into gay and lesbian development, and
in presenting challenges for future work.

In bringing together these articles, we hoped
that their discussion of lesbian and gay lives
would inform a new understanding of hetero-
sexuality as well. This has already occurred in
race theory, which has sensitized us to the no-
tion that whites as well as blacks have “race,”
and in feminist theory, which has taught us that
men, too, have gender. It is our hypothesis that
the pathologizing of homosexuality has func-
tioned much the same way as has the patholo-
gizing of race (Greene & Boyd-Franklin, 1996),
namely to project upon a disfavored minority
facets of experience that the culture rejects.

One of the clearest implications of the papers
in this section is that visibility and acceptance
are central aspects of growth. Children need out
and open role models to provide them with vi-
sions of possible future selves. Sexually emer-
gent adolescents need environments in which
gay and lesbian sexuality is a viable and ac-
cepted mode of expression. Adults need com-
munities that value and respect same-sex rela-
tionships. Families need positive understand-
ings of child and adult development that encom-
pass diverse sexualitics. Mental health workers
and researchers need resources and ideas to help
explore and provide for the changes that are
needed to facilitate this same growth.

Because we now understand that homosexu-
ality is a developmental outcome as full of pos-
sible joy and strife as heterosexuality, we need
to make the space in all our work for this to be-
come an experienced reality. We aim to shift the
focus of the analysis to sexuality, stripped of its
hetero and homo prefixes. The important in-
quiry is not the sex of the partner but the nature
of the sexual relationship, not whom you love
but how well you do it. We believe that the emer-
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gent theory should act as good parenting would.
It should provide options for lots of positive
ways to turn out. It should situate the develop-
ment of sexual orientation within a broader ob-
ject relational, developmental theory that would
provide clinicians and parents with guidelines
for healthy relational development. These guide-
lines would describe how people choose, dis-
cover, conceptualize, and become sexually re-
lated to others.

Our theoretical frameworks conflict in many
significant areas. Is sexual orientation inborn or
constructed? Do we place as primary the devel-
opment of the individual or the family? If we
think behaviorally or psychoanalytically, how
do we miss the boat on understanding the iden-
tity struggles of two parents of the same sex?
Notice that the papers that address sexual orien-
tation in childhood are primarily focused on
males, and that those addressing families are
primarily focused on females. We are limited by
our own constructions of gender and sexual ori-
entation even as we attempt to deconstruct them
through research. These articles articulate this
struggle and the extent to which it is ingrained
in us—in our thinking and our language, in our
research and our practices. We hope, through
presenting these papers, to open discussion and
take an additional step forward in clinical prac-
tice, theory development, research, and policy
making that is inclusive of all women and men
and families across the life span and across sex-
ual orientations.
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